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The 2016 U.S. Presidential Election brought immigration to the forefront of American politics. Of
the policies that then-candidate Donald Trump vigorously campaigned on, one that became
particularly controversial was his desire to deport millions of undocumented immigrants living in
the United States illegally.[i] This, along with his plan to build a border wall, served as the
cornerstone of his “law-and-order” campaign.[ii] In recent months, however, President Trump has
appeared to soften some of his immigration stances, while at the same time, reaffirming his
commitment to others.[iii] Yet despite this, his plan for millions of undocumented workers remains
unclear at best.
As the fate of millions continues to loom, the President has fought to fulfill many of his campaign
promises: ramping up immigration arrests,[iv] increasing deportation orders,[v] and introducing
legislation to limit work-visas and legal immigration.[vi] However, he has yet to make a broad policy
determination for the majority of non-criminal, unauthorized workers. While some in Washington
have rejected the idea of mass deportation, the President has continued to defer his decision for
undocumented immigrants until after the border is secured.[vii] Should the President continue this
trend of fulfilling campaign promises by implementing a mass-deportation styled immigration
crackdown, it would surely spell disaster. Aside from any moral or practicability objections to the
President’s immigration goals (there are many), one issue that should raise concerns across
ideological-lines, is the impact that mass deportations would have on the domestic agricultural
economy of the United States.
Although the exact number is not known, most researchers estimate that over half of farm laborers in
the United States are unauthorized, or lack the necessary documentation to work legally.[viii]
According to the American Farm Bureau Federation (“AFBF”), this is for a variety of reasons. For
example, few American workers are willing to work as seasonal farm laborers, which has caused a
labor shortage in the agriculture industry.[ix] In addition to this, workers entering the current H-2A
visa program, the program that allows foreign workers to fill seasonal agriculture jobs,[x] face a
process that is both long and overly complex.[xi] By some estimates, the bloated bureaucracy of the
H-2A application process has resulted in workers arriving an average of 22 days after the labor is
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bureaucratic-induced labor shortage has caused nearly $1.3 billion of unrealized farm income.[xiii]
Faced with labor shortages, delays, unpredictability, and crop-waste, many growers have been forced
to look elsewhere for farm laborers.[xiv],[xv]
http://www.slate.com/content/dam/slate/articles/life/culturebox/2014/05/140519_CBOX_ImmigrantStates.jpg.CROP.original-
original.jpg
While the current economic position of U.S. agriculture may sound grim, it has been largely kept
afloat due to the influx of unauthorized migrant workers. According to AFBF, an enforcement-only
immigration policy like mass deportation could cause agricultural output to drop by nearly $60
billion.[xvi] In economic terms, as the supply of unauthorized labor decreases, there is a relative
decrease in production as a result.[xvii] This decline in agricultural output would not only limit the
supply of domestic fruits, vegetables, and livestock available to American consumers, but it could
also cause food prices to increase an average of 5-6%.[xviii]
Agricultural industries like dairy farms would be hit especially hard by some of the President’s
proposed-immigration policies. According to the National Milk Producers Federation (“NMPF”),
eliminating immigrant labor would decrease milk production by 29.5 billion pounds.[xix] This fall
in output would not only impact the lives of migrant workers, but it would also impact American
farmers and consumers. Specifically, NMPF estimates that nearly 4,532 dairy farms would be forced
out of the market, and the resulting supply shortage could cause milk retail prices to increase by
61%.[xx]
 
Though immigration policies like limiting work visas, or mass-deportations, would substantially
impact the average consumer and many farm employers, many proponents say that it would allow
wages for American laborers to increase. Upon unveiling President Trump’s plan to limit legal
immigration, White House officials stated that their legislation would “raise wages for American
workers.”[xxi] Admittedly, most researchers and economists agree. As a result of labor shortages in
U.S. agriculture, wages for farm laborers have risen nearly 36% over the last 10 years.[xxii]
Economically-speaking, decreases in the supply of labor tend to put upward pressure on wages.
Thus, by decreasing the number of unauthorized laborers, or limiting the supply of labor, there
would be significant wage increases for authorized laborers.[xxiii]
Despite potential wage increases for authorized laborers, the net result of increased immigration
restrictions and mass-deportation would be devastating to farmers and consumers across the United
States. Surprisingly to some, labor shortages on American farms are not new to the Trump-era. The
addition of bloated-bureaucratic procedures for work visas, and increased deportations during the
Bush and Obama administrations have affected U.S. agriculture for over a decade.[xxiv] While the
U.S. immigration system needs major reforms, further-limiting the supply of labor by increased
restrictions, or mass-deportations are not the answer. Any future immigration reform policies,
whether comprehensive or piece-meal, must take the unauthorized workers’ impact on U.S.
agricultural output into consideration. Then, and only then, will we prevent an agricultural crisis.
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